Crosstalk 2.0: Asylum and Communicative Breakdowns by Jacquemet, Marco
The University of San Francisco
USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library |
Geschke Center
Communication Studies College of Arts and Sciences
2011
Crosstalk 2.0: Asylum and Communicative
Breakdowns
Marco Jacquemet
University of San Francisco, mjacquemet@usfca.edu
Follow this and additional works at: http://repository.usfca.edu/coms
Part of the International and Intercultural Communication Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the College of Arts and Sciences at USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library |
Geschke Center. It has been accepted for inclusion in Communication Studies by an authorized administrator of USF Scholarship: a digital repository
@ Gleeson Library | Geschke Center. For more information, please contact repository@usfca.edu.
Recommended Citation
Jacquemet, M. (2011). Crosstalk 2.0: asylum and communicative breakdowns. Text & Talk, 31(4), 475-497.
1860–7330/11/0031–0475	 Text & Talk 31–4	(2011),	pp.	475–497
Online	1860–7349	 DOI	10.1515/TEXT.2011.023
©	Walter	de	Gruyter




Using ethnographic evidence on asylum proceedings for refugee recognition 
from various sources (Italy, Belgium, United Kingdom, and Canada), this pa-
per updates Gumperz’s notion of crosstalk by exploring the massively flexible 
and multilingual nature of late-modern communication as epitomized in one of 
the most complex adjudication procedures performed by Western nation-states. 
Every year thousands of displaced people seek the protection of various Euro-
pean countries by filing asylum claims, which are examined by national com-
missions. This paper explores how the problematic nature of these encounters 
can be traced to the nature of late-modern communication, characterized as it 
is by asymmetrical power, multiple communicative agents with competing 
agendas, multilingual and hybridized talk, and creolized forms of interaction.
Keywords: Intercultural communication; multilingual institutional talk; 






understood;	 and	how	 sentences	 relate	 to	 each	other.	He	has	 argued	 that	 the	





applied	 perspective.	 Most	 notably,	 he	 collaborated	 with	 BBC	 to	 produce	
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Crosstalk,	a	popular	educational	documentary	on	the	problems	faced	by	indi-
viduals	(mostly	 immigrants)	who	are	unable	 to	use	 the	appropriate	codes	 in	
institutional	encounters	(Gumperz	et	al.	1979).	In	this	piece,	he	suggested	that	
one	of	the	best	ways	to	overcome	prejudice	was	through	raising	communica-
tive	 awareness	 (especially	 that	 of	 institutional	 gatekeepers).	He	pointed	 out	
that	people	speaking	the	same	language	but	having	different	communicative	
backgrounds	(such	as	British	English	speakers	and	South	Asian	English	speak-










which	 a	BE-speaking	 customer	made	 a	very	 similar	 negative	 remark	 to	 the	





Gumperz	noted	 that	 the	BE	customer	stressed	 the	 terminal	word	 in	 the	sen-
tence	(“one”),	enabling	the	two	BE	speakers	to	reach	the	mutual	understanding	
that	they	had	both	experienced	a	mistake	common	in	bureaucratic	settings	and	
















Gumperz’s	 sociolinguistic	 optimism	has	 led	 some	 critics	 to	 fault	 him	 for	
neglecting	 the	power	 technologies	 through	which	elites	guard	access	 to	up-
ward	mobility	 and	 institutions	 resist	 change.	These	 critics	 have	 argued	 that	
awareness	is	only	seldom	used	to	solve	communicative	difficulties	(Pennycook	
[2001:	167]	for	instance	mentions	that	he	is	“skeptical	about	the	notion	that	





















(especially	 in	 institutional	 settings),	 participants	 tend	 to	be	keenly	aware	of	
the	specific	use	of	signs	used	by	their	interlocutor	(style	of	delivery,	prosody,	
or	underlying	rhetorics).	At	times,	metapragmatic	awareness	may	turn	vicious	
and	manifest	 itself	 in	a	metapragmatic attack:	a	strategy	of	consciously	and	






























by	 exploring	 the	 power-saturated	 context	 of	 asylum	proceedings	 (both	 pre-
liminary	interviews	and	formal	hearings),	analyzing	the	role	played	by	techno-
linguistic	devices	(such	as	metapragmatic	attacks)	in	implementing	successful	










monsensical	 urge	 to	 interpret	 the	 other’s	 communicative	 behavior	 based	 on	







communicative	breakdowns	are	more	 likely	 to	occur.	This	situation	 is	com-
pounded	when	the	interactants	do	not	have	equal	power — whether	that	power	
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comes	 from	 interactional	or	 institutional	contexts.	Although	no	 intercultural	




In	 order	 to	 develop	 fully	 our	 understanding	 of	 late-modern	 intercultural	
communication,	we	must	center	our	analysis	on	those	intercultural	encounters	




cerns,	whereas	 the	 (very	personal)	 outcome	of	 the	 interaction	 for	 the	 client	
could	lead	to	access	to	precious	resources	or	to	its	denial,	with	life-changing	
consequences.	To	manage	 these	 encounters,	 nation-states	 (and	 international	
organizations)	have	developed	new	forms	of	professionalism	and	expert	know-
ledge	with	 their	 attendant	 power	 structures,	 extending	 to	mobile	people	 the	
power	 technologies	developed	for	 the	control	and	 regulation	of	 the	national	
citizenry	(Agar	1985;	Drew	and	Heritage	1992;	Sarangi	and	Slembrouck	1996;	
Sarangi	and	Roberts	1999;	Codó	2008).












institutional	 encounters	 (see	 below,	 and	 Wadensjö	 1998;	 Davidson	 2000;	
	Inghilleri	2003;	Jacquemet	2010;	Angermeyer	2009).




immigration	we	want	 to	 focus	 our	 attention	 on	 three,	 interrelated	 ones:	 the	
	examination/interview,	the	entextualization	process,	and	the	use	of	metaprag-
matic practices.	Let	me	briefly	illustrate	these	devices	in	relation	to	the	asylum	















prompted	 to	demonstrate	 their	 sincerity	by	means	of	a	detailed	narration	of	
their	stories.	Evidence	provided	directly	by	the	asylum	seeker	was	awarded	a	
high	value	and	was	generally	accepted	at	its	face	value	(Fassin	and	Rechtman	











































faced	with	 the	 intrinsic	 alterity	 of	 the	 asylum	 seekers’	 talk	 and	 the	 tension	
	between	foreign	performances	and	national	codes,	produce	transcripts	based	
on	commonsensical,	but	at	 times	 inappropriate,	 local	knowledge.	They	pro-
duce	in	other	words	a	public	transcript	based	on	their	cultural	assumptions	and	
institutional	 expectations,	 all	 firmly	 anchored	 by	 dominant	 national	 values	
	(Jacquemet	2009).




examination	 of	 an	 asylum	 case	 remains	 a	 site	where	multilingual	 practices	
come	into	conflict	with	national	language	ideologies,	where	nonlocal	conver-
sational	styles	are	indexed	as	inferior,	and	where	applicants	are	routinely	con-
structed	 as	 unreliable.	Through	metapragmatic	 statements,	 state	 bureaucrats	
impose	 dominant	 norms	 and	 forms	 of	 their	 institutional	 culture	 on	 people	
barely	able	to	understand	the	nation’s	local	language,	let	alone	state	officials’	
processes	of	 conducting	 in-depth	 interviews,	writing	 reports,	 and	producing	
the	record	required	in	order	for	institutions	to	grant	them	access	to	resources	




immediately	 after	 the	 Kosovo	 war.	 During	 their	 interviews,	 some	 asylum	
	seekers	attempted	 to	use	English	 to	plead	directly	with	 the	UNHCR	officer.	
But	to	no	avail:	they	were	gently	but	firmly	metapragmatically	redirected	to	
the	interpreter	to	be	duly	interviewed	about	their	local	knowledge	of	Kosovo	
(Jacquemet	 2010).	 Speaking	 English	 was	 not	 only	 unnecessary,	 but	 also	
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risk	 games	 of	 institutional	 roulette,	 in	which	 the	 granting	 of	 refugee	 status	
or	 its	denial	depends	on	 the	 luck	of	 the	draw:	 the	availability	of	competent	


























Consequently,	 confusion	 and	 lack	 of	 understanding	 (either	 intentional	 or	





tural assumptions,	semantic maps,	and	ways of speaking.2
In	 the	remainder	of	 this	paper,	 I	will	analyze	 in	detail	some	symptomatic	





lected	 following	 Llewellyn	 and	 Hoebel’s	 (1941)	 dictum	 that	 situations	 in	
which	a	system	breaks	down	often	yield	the	richest	information	about	the	na-
ture	of	 the	system.	The	extreme — some	could	say	“Monty	Pythonesque” — 	




3.1.	 Breakdowns caused by unexpected cultural assumptions
Intercultural	 encounters	 require	 people	 to	 enter	 a	 middle	 ground	 (Holliday	
et	al.	[2004]	call	it	a	“culture	of	dealing”)	where	participants	draw	on	the	spe-
cific	resources	from	their	cultures	of	reference	that	they	believe	instrumental	in	









In	 this	 context,	 Good	 (2007)	 discusses	 how	 UK	 immigration	 officers	 in	










































does not know his name, NW 4060B),	he	told	him	to	go	to	his	work	place,	
to	Pete,	for	AS’s	driving	license	and	not	to	tell	this	to	anyone.	[	.	.	.	]	AS	
was	 there	 [in	 the	army	hospital]	until	March	2001,	 then	a	brother	of	a	
police	commissioner	was	brought	in.	The	very	same	day	the	commissary	









	 	These	declarations	 further	 undermine	 the	 credibility	 of	 the	 asylum	ac-
count	of	the	person	concerned.	It	is	little	acceptable	that	the	person	con-
cerned	does	not	know	the	name	of	the	boy	who	died	and	who	was	locked	














ethnography	 of	 the	 Dogon,	 a	 population	 living	 in	 Burkina	 Faso	 and	Mali,	
pointed	 out	 the	 complex	 patronymic	 system	 in	 place	 in	 this	 culture,	where	


































































allel	cousin’)	and	 tampi	 (‘younger	brother’,	 ‘junior	parallel	cousin’).	 In	 this	
particular	hearing,	the	asylum	seeker	was	asked	about	his	siblings	and	whether	
any	of	them	were	active	militants.	He	replied	that	he	had	one	annan and	one	
tampi,	which	was	 translated	by	 the	 interpreter	as	“he	has	 two	brothers.”	He	
then	proceeded	to	discuss	them	separately,	focusing	first	on	his	tampi’s	mili-
tantism,	 which	 was	 then	 translated	 as	 “his	 militant	 brother.”	According	 to	











































































link	 between	 the	 applicant’s	 narrative	 of	 past	 abuses	 and	 the	 body	 present	
at	 the	 deposition.	Most	 authors	 noted	 that	many	 cases	 hinged	 on	 issues	 of	
	scarring,	 since	agencies	believe	 that	 the	credibility	of	an	applicant	could	be	
directly	 proven	 by	 matching	 his/ her	 story	 with	 the	 referential	 presence	 of	
bodily	scars.	Given	the	inherent	suspicion	about	asylum	claims	on	the	officers,	
the	 applicants’	 narratives	 were	 systematically	 questioned	 for	 corroborating	
evidence	and,	as	Fassin	and	Rechtman	put	 it,	“their	bodies	were	summoned	
to	 testify”	 (2009:	257;	 see	 also	Fassin	 and	d’Halluin	2005	and	2007;	Good	
2007).
However,	 the	 representation	 of	 the	 body	 is	 also	 culturally	mediated,	 and	
this	could	 lead	 to	misunderstood	semantic	clusters.	Discrepancies	may	arise	
when	 comparing	 applicants’	 reference	 to	body	parts	with	 reference	 to	 scars	
on	their	bodies	as	reported	by	medical	examiners	or	observed	during	the	depo-
sition	 by	 adjudicators.	 For	 instance,	Good	 (2007)	 reports	 a	 case	 of	 adverse	
credibility	of	a	Tamil	applicant	based	on	discrepancies	regarding	the	location	
of	 bayonet	 wounds.	 Good’s	 discussion	 focuses	 on	 the	 everyday	 use	 of	 the	
Tamil	term	kal	to	refer	to	both	foot	and	leg,	with	people	specifying	more	pre-
cisely	 between	 kanukkal	 ‘ankle’,	 kutikal	 ‘heel’,	 and	mulankal	 ‘knee’,	 only	
when	 strictly	 necessary.	 He	 speculates	 that	 this	 case	 of	 adverse	 credibility	
could	have	been	“the	artifact	of	translation	choices	made	by	different	interpret-






Nevertheless	 they	 played	 a	 role	 in	 damaging	 the	 credibility	 of	 the	 asylum	
seeker — here	again	with	dire	consequences.
3.3.	 Breakdowns caused by unexpected ways of speaking
The	 third	and	most	common	area	of	communicative	breakdowns	 is	 situated	
at	 the	 surface	 level	 of	 the	 utterance.	Crosstalk has	 already	 highlighted	 the	
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role	of	prosody	in	conveying	both	information	and	attitudinal	stance,	but	by	
looking	 at	 intercultural	 encounters	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 transidiomatic	
	communication	we	can	add	both	a	power-focused	and	xenoglossic	perspective	
(Pennycook	2007).








































use	of	 interpreters.	Faced	with	 the	necessity	 to	process	asylum	claims	 from	
all	over	the	world,	public	officers	increasingly	rely	on	professional	linguistic	






providing	 translation	 from	 two	 or	 three	 languages,	 including	 languages	 of	
which	they	were	not	native	speakers.	In	the	example	below,	a	Serbian	inter-
preter	was	asked	to	translate	for	an	asylum	seeker	from	Sierra	Leone.	Because	
no	 interpreter	 was	 available	 who	 spoke	 his	 native	 language,	 the	 asylum	
seeker	had	 to	provide	his	 testimony	 in	French.	The	 interpreter,	on	 the	other	
hand,	was	initially	hired	to	translate	for	asylum	seekers	from	former	Yugosla-
via,	 but	 over	 time	 was	 also	 asked	 to	 translate	 from	 French,	 to	 reduce	 the	




serious	misunderstanding.	 In	 the	 excerpt	 below,	 the	 interpreter	had	 just	fin-
ished	telling	a	very	credible	story	of	violence	in	which	all	his	family	members	
were	killed	and	the	family	farm	was	burned	to	the	ground.	The	officer	decided	






1	 O:	 avete paura
2	 	 di tornare al vostro paese?
3	 I:	 de quoi avez-vous p[œ/ɛ]r?
4	 AS:	 de quoi?
5	 I:	 avez-vous p[œ/ɛ]r au pays?
6	 AS:	 no, je n’ai pas de père
7	 O:	 ma come?
8	 	 (.	.	.)
9	 I:	 quelle est votre p[œ/ɛ]r?
10	 AS:	 je n’ai pas de père
11	 I:	 lui non ha piủ padre
492	 Marco Jacquemet


















and	 French	 phonetics,	 since	 the	 interpreter	 spoke	 French	 with	 a	 Serbian-
inflected	pronunciation.	In	this	case,	the	interpreter	showed	phonetic	interfer-
ence	in	the	pronunciation	of	peur	(‘fear’)	which	came	to	resemble	the	word	









transcript	could	have	 led	 to	a	 loss	of	credibility	 for	 the	asylum	seeker,	with	
negative	repercussions	for	his	claim.






























Even	 though	 Gumperz,	 throughout	 his	 career,	 privileged	 the	 “difference	










tices	 that	 arise	with	global	 cultural	flows	 and	 their	 power	 relations.	We	are	



























national	 Pragmatics	Association	 (IPrA)	 international	 meeting	 in	 Goteborg,	



























decades	 of	 cold	war	 ideology,	 according	 to	which	 people	 coming	 from	 “friendly”	 nations	
(such	as	San	Salvador	or	Haiti)	were	considered	“economic	migrants,”	whereas	people	com-
ing	 out	 of	 “communist”	 countries	 (such	 as	Cuba	or	 the	Soviet	Union)	were	 automatically	
considered	“refugees.”
5.	 Whoever	compiled	the	Italian	script	for	deposing	asylum	seekers	failed	to	consider	the	com-
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